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SPANISH AND PORTUGUESE SYMBOLS FOR "THOUSANDS." 

By FLORIAN CAJORI, University of California. 

In old Spanish and Portuguese numeral notations there are some strange and 
curious symbols. In a contract written in Mexico City in 1649 the symbols 
"7U291e" and "VIIUCCXCIps" each represent 7291 pesos. The U, which 
here resembles an O that is open at the top, stands for "thousands." 1 I. B. 
Richman has seen Spanish manuscripts ranging from 1587 to about 1700 and 
Mexican manuscripts from 1768 to 1855, all containing symbols for "thousands" 
resembling U or D, often crossed by one or two horizontal or vertical bars. The 
writer has observed that after 1600 this U is used both with Arabic and with 
Roman numerals; before 1600 he has seen it used with Roman numerals only. 
As the Roman notation does not involve the principle of local value, U played 
in it a somewhat larger r61e than merely to afford greater facility in the reading 
of numbers. Thus VIUCXV equals 6 X 1000 + 115. This use is shown in 
MSS. from Peru of 1549 and 1543, 2 in MSS. from Spain of 1480 3 and 1429. 4 

We have seen the corresponding type symbol for 1000 in a business blank of 
Mexico City, 1802, in eighteenth century books printed in Madrid, 6 and in 
modern reprints of seventeenth century documents. 6 In these publications the 
printed symbol resembles the Greek sampi *$ for 900, but it has no known 
connection with it. In books printed in Madrid 7 in 1655 and 1646, the symbol is 
a closer imitation of the written U, and is curiously made up of the two small 
printed letters, " I f," each turned half way around. The two inverted letters 
touch each other below, thus " \/." Printed symbols representing a distorted U 
have been found also in some Spanish arithmetics of the sixteenth century. 
The Spaniards call this symbol and also the sampi-like symbol a calderon. 8 A 
recent writer is in error when he states that these symbols were called cuento; 
cuento signifies, not one thousand, but one million. 

The present writer has been able to follow the trail of this curious symbol U 
from Spain to northwestern Italy. In A. Cappelli's Lexicon 9 is found the follow- 

1 F. Cajori, "On the Spanish symbol U for 'thousands,'" Bibliotheca Maihematica, Bd. XII, 
1912, p. 133. 

2 Cartas de Indias pubMcalas por primera vez el Ministerio de Fomento, Madrid, 1877, pp. 502, 
543, facsimiles X and Y. 

3 Jose Gonzalo de las Casas, Anales de la Paleografia Espanola, Madrid, 1857, laminas, 87, 92. 
109, 110, 113, 137. 

4 Liciniano Saez, Demostracion Histdrica del verdadero valor de todas las monedas que corrian 
en Costilla durante el Reynado del Serior Don Enrique III, Madrid, 1796, p. 447. 

6 Liciniano Saez, op. cit. 

6 Manuel Danvila in Boletin de la Real Academia de la Historia, tomo XII, Madrid, 1888, p. 53. 

7 Teatro Eclesiastico de la primitiva Iglesia de las Indias Occidentales ... el M. Gil Gonzalez 
Davila, su Coronista Mayor de las Indias, y de los Reynos de las dos Castillas. Tomo segvndo. 
En Madrid. 1655. 

Memorial, y Noticias Sacras, y reales del Imperio de las Indias Occidentales . . . Escriuiale 
por el ano de 1646. Juan Diez de la Calle, Oficial Segundo de la Misma Secretarla. 

8 In Joseph Aladern's Diccionari popular de la Llengua Catalana, Barcelona, 1905, we read 
under "Caldero," "Among ancient copyists a sign ( \/) denoted a thousand." 

9 Adriano Cappelli, Lexicon Abbreviaturarum, Leipzig, 1901, p. L. 
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ing: "In the liguric documents of the second half of the fifteenth century we 
found in frequent use, to indicate the multiplication by 1000, in place of M, an 
O crossed by a horizontal line." This closely resembles some forms of our 
Spanish symbol U. Cappelli gives two facsimile reproductions 1 in which the 
sign in question is small and is placed in the position of an exponent to the letters 
XL, to represent the number 40,000. This corresponds to the use of a small 
c which has been found written to the right of and above the letters XI, to signify 
1100., It follows, therefore, that the modified U was in use during the fifteenth 
century in Italy, as well as in Spain, though it is not known which country had 
the priority. 

What is the origin of this calderonl Our studies along this line make it 
almost certain that it is a modification of one of the Roman symbols for 1000. 
Besides M, the Romans used for 1000 the symbols c|d, T, °° and *f\ These 
symbols are found also in Spanish MSS. It is easy to see how in the hands of 
successive generations of amanuenses, some of these might assume the forms of 
the calderon. If the lower parts of the parentheses in the forms c | d or c 11 d 
are united, we have a close imitation of the U, crossed by one or by two bars. 

Allied to the distorted Spanish U is the Portuguese symbol for 1000, called 
the " Cifrao." 2 It looks somewhat like our modern dollar mark $. But its 
function in writing numbers was identical with that of the calderon. Moreover, 
we have seen forms of this Spanish "thousand" which need only to be turned 
through a right angle to appear like the Portuguese symbol for 1000. Changes of 
that sort are not unknown. For instance, the Arabic numeral 5 appears upside 
down in some Spanish books and manuscripts as late as the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries. 

A GENERAL CONSTRUCTION FOR CIRCULAR CUBICS. 

By R. M. MATHEWS, Wesleyan University. 

1. It is well known that any cubic curve can be generated as the locus of the 
intersections of a pencil of conies on four points with a projective pencil of lines. 
In practical work it is difficult to draw the conies and to effect the correlation 
involved in this construction. As a circular cubic passes through the circular 
points at infinity, the conies for such a curve may be specialized to a pencil of 
circles on two finite points. It remains, then, to find a simple and general 
method for effecting the correlation with the pencil of lines. 

Schroeter and Durege in simultaneous papers 1 have shown that if each line 
pass through the center of the corresponding circle, the locus contains its singular 

1 Adriano Cappelli, op. cit., p. 436, first column, Nos. 5 and 6. 

2 See the word "Cifrao" in Antonio de Moraes Silva, Dice, de Lingua Portuguesa, 1877; 
in Vieira, Grande Dice. Portuguez, 1873; in Dice. Comtemp. da Lingua Portuguesa, 1881. 

'H. Schroter, "Ueber eine besondere Curve Z ur Ordnung und eine einfache Erzeugungsart 
der allgenieinen Curve 3 tir Ordnung," Mathematische Annalen, vol. 5, 1872, pp. 50-82. 

H. Durege, "Ueber die Curve 3" r Ordnung, welche den geometrischen Ort der Brennpunkte 
einer Kegelschnittschaar bildet," ibid., 83-94. 



